All your previous college courses, readings, draft papers, and revisions have prepared you to write a BA thesis. You've taken the introductory and intermediate courses in your major, delved into more specialized topics in advanced courses, and written research papers. All of them prepare you to tackle your BA thesis, which many students say is the most rewarding project of their college years.
Why do so many students find it so worthwhile to research and write a thesis? Partly it's because they can choose the topic themselves. Partly it's because they can explore a subject in real depth. Partly it's because the research proves (to themselves and to employers and graduate schools) that they can take on a major independent project and complete it.
As an independent project, the BA thesis is different from all your previous courses. Until now your teacher always specified the assignment. If the course was about the French Revolution, you couldn't write about India's democracy. Now you can choose whatever you want.
That freedom is daunting. So is the length of the paper. It's longer than a normal seminar paper and requires more sustained research. Don't worry. I will guide you through the entire process and show you how to ask others, especially professors and librarians, for guidance. I'll share what I've learned in advising students, and I'll share the answers they've given.
Let me begin with a few general points. I hope you find them helpful. First, pick a subject that really interests you. After all, you'll be working on this project for several months, so you'll want something that keeps you interested. At this stage you don't need to have a precise topic, but you do need to know what really interests you.
Second, pick an adviser you can work with, someone who knows your subject and likes helping students. I'll give you some ideas about how to find the right person and then how to work with him or her.
Third, working with your adviser, move from your broad area of interest to focus on a specific research topic. The goal here is to move from your broad area of interest to a more well-defined topic. Your broad topic might be ancient warfare. Your more precise topic might be Rome's second war against Carthage or the differences between Athenian and Spartan militaries.
Only you can identify the broad area that interests you. Only you know if you enjoy reading about ancient warfare more than about medieval or early modern war, or reading Romantic poetry more than late Victorian novels. Only you know if you are primarily interested in Plato's thought or Augustine's, or perhaps a topic that has interested many thinkers, such as "what makes for a good life?" What your faculty adviser can do is listen as you explain your interests and your prospective topic, and, with that in mind, help you move from a general subject like the French Revolution to a more specific one like "why did the Terror happen?" or "did Napoleon continue the French Revolution or end it?" Those question marks are important. Fourth, turn your specific topic into a question you can answer. Posing that question, explaining why it is interesting, and answering it will be the heart of your thesis. Don't worry if you can't answer the question right now. Actually, worry if you can. If you can already answer it, the topic will quickly bore you. It's okay to have a hunch about the right answer. But if the answer's already set in stone, carve a different statue.
The goal is to find a question that interests you and that you can eventually answer as your research unfolds. As you explain why the question is interesting, you will draw in the reader.
Your adviser can be a great help here. Work closely with her to narrow your topic and formulate your specific research question. She's done it many times before, not only when she advised other students but in her own work. Thanks to her training and experience, she knows what good research questions are, and she can help you formulate yours. But remember, you first need to know what interests you and why.
Finally, almost all students have the same worry as they begin a BA thesis: Can I really complete a big independent project? Can I write a research paper longer than any I have written before?
The answer is almost always yes, you can. That's not simply wishful thinking. It's based on my experience and knowing a trick that will really help you succeed.
Here it is. Once you have focused on your specific topic or question, do not concentrate on writing a thirty-five-or forty-page paper. Not only is that daunting; it's not how your real research and writing are done.
All serious research involves breaking down a large project into several key components and then tackling each one separately. If you are writing a book, those components are chapters. If you are writing a BA thesis or journal article, the components are short papers. Each of these short papers, or sections, is probably six to eight pages.
A typical thirty-five-page paper has
• a brief introduction, which states the question or problem, and why it matters; • four or more sections that explain different aspects of the issue; they lay out the evidence, how others have seen the problem, and how you see it; these sections answer your answer or prove your point; and, finally, • a conclusion, which summarizes what you have found and its larger meaning.
Look at the journal articles you have read in history, English, political science, or sociology. They all have that same structure.
The key, then, is those four, five, or six middle sections. Each is a short paper covering a different aspects of your topic. You've written dozens of these shorter papers in college, and you already know how to do it. That's all you need to do here. Don't worry about writing a thirty-five-page paper. Just write several six-page papers that fit together.
The only difference from your previous course papers is this: instead of writing one on topic A and another on topic B, you will be writing one on topic A1, then one on topic A2, and so on. Those topics are closely related, and taken together, they will answer your thesis question.
Your adviser should play a crucial role in helping you define what topics A1, A2, and A3 should be. Think of them as the basic architecture of your thesis. You should work with your adviser to plan that basic structure as soon as you have narrowed your topic and are ready to begin research. You want to know, "What should I cover in the middle sections?" Then you'll come up with a few ways to do that, to break down your larger topic into its constituent parts. Then write each one separately (A1, A2, etc.) and hook them together. In the process, you might decide you need to add or subtract a section or to rearrange their order. That's very common, and it's not a problem.
The key is to separate the larger topic into its component parts, write each one as a separate paper, and hook them together. Then write your introduction and conclusion, and you're done.
